" TOM SAYS
In a budget otherwise cautious about spending, it was encouraging to see the government's strong commitment to Australian medical research, with the announcement of a proposed $20 billion endowment fund.
The Fund is consistent with the recommendations of the McKeon Strategic Review of Health and Medical Research, which attracted bipartisan support. It will secure the future of Australian medical research by effectively doubling the Government's investment over the coming decade. This is a long-term, solid investment and an exciting moment for the sector.
There are obviously concerns in the community about how the measure will be funded, and the consequent challenges it will face in the Senate. While acknowledging these difficulties, we see the Fund as paving the way for a new, secure funding model for Australian research and innovation into the future.
At SVI, our researchers continue to work towards finding treatments for common diseases that are faced by many Australians. We have addressed the difficult The Frontier
COLLAB-ORATING
for heart HEALTH funding situation in recent years by developing a strong philanthropic effort at SVI. The SVI Foundation is 10 years old this year and goes from strength to strength.
Of course long before the SVI Foundation, the Institute was founded by a generous bequest from racehorse trainer Jack Holt. We are very grateful to all those who support the Institute, but I particularly want to mention the members of the $10,000 Discovery Fund, the SVI Charity Golf Day Committee ( For the last 8 years, he has used his skills in collaboration with SVI's Associate Professor Jock Campbell in a community-based study that assesses the heart health of a group of 4000 at-risk people. The study aims to track the effectiveness of a marker in blood called B-type natriuretic peptide to predict heart failure. The team's goal is to improve our ability to identify those at risk of the disease. David says, "We have available therapies for the treatment and prevention of heart
failure, but what we don't have is a very effective way of screening to identify who would benefit from the treatments."
The researchers are keen to learn more about how changes in the heart's structure can affect its function, and to be able to identify the cases where these changes may confer an advantage, as in the case of some elite athletes, and where they may have more disastrous consequences. Islet cell transplantation is a complex, highly specialised medical procedure where cells that produce insulin are taken from a donor pancreas and transplanted into the liver of a recipient with difficult to treat type 1 diabetes.
"Few hospitals in the world are able to provide this level of specialist treatment for people with type 1 diabetes," Mr Davis said.
What made you interested in science?
When I was a kid, my father got me Carl Sagan's book Cosmos, and I loved it. I used to write letters to NASA and receive envelopes with the logo and pictures of the space missions. Back then, my aim was to understand the universe… maybe too ambitious, so eventually I decided to start with the cell and became a molecular biologist.
Why medical research?
The legacy. It doesn't matter if you are a Nobel laureate or a small scientist because we are contributing to one of the most relevant human activities. It is demanding but also a lot of fun! I've worked in South and North America, Europe, and now Australia. Science is a universal language and it's fantastic that we can travel around the world with our passion.
Why type 1 diabetes?
It's a disease that affects many young children with a strong component of molecular biology that we just simply don't understand.
Describe your research in layman's terms and why it interests you.
We are trying to understand how the cells that produce insulin in the pancreas are destroyed during diabetes. We are also designing novel molecules that, if successful, will allow us to detect the disease before the irreversible loss of the pancreatic cells occurs. This will result in more efficient treatments.
What are your career aspirations?
To reach the point where I can look back and see that all the sacrifice, effort and hard work was worth it. For the last 6 years the Golf Day has been a huge fundraiser for the Institute, bringing in over $500,000.
This year we are in the unique position of being able to offer our supporters the opportunity to be part of the day. If you are interested in taking up a gold, silver or bronze sponsorship or joining a team as an individual, please visit www.svi.edu.au/ support/join/svi_golf_day or call Lucy from the SVI Foundation on (03) 9288 2391. Make sure to get in quick as spots for the day are filling fast.
Can you help?
In order to bring our research to life and make it more meaningful to our readers we are looking for personal stories of experience with disease and health outcomes. If you are interested in sharing your story with us and allowing us to use it in our written materials, please call the SVI Foundation on (03) 9288 2480. We have a volunteer who will then contact you and write up your story for our supporter communications.
SVI holds a number of internal and third party fundraising events every year, the profits from which often come from auction and raffles. To make these a success, we are seeking donations of auction and raffle prizes. It is often the 'money can't buy' experiences or gift vouchers and accommodation that are the most popular.
Please email foundation@svi. edu.au or call Lara on (03) 9288 2480 if you can assist.
been an invaluable experience. "The tours of the laboratories, talking formally and informally with the SVI scientists and being invited to share in the latest research is a wonderfully valuable experience for our students. The scientists have always been humble about their achievements and speak on a level that is inviting, stimulating and inspiring. We feel as though we, for a day, are part of a very determined, prestigious and happy community." SVI also runs a number of internal dinners throughout the year that include tours of the Institute and presentations from researchers on a chosen research area. In March, arthritis was the focus, with a dinner and presentation by Associate Professor Natalie Sims. On June 16th, SVI held its annual cardiac dinner with a group of loyal supporters who have an interest in the area.
Tours take about one hour and can be tailored to suit your availability and interest in a particular disease area. The lunch is now an annual event, dedicated to raising money to support the careers of women in research at SVI. The Award, named in Sue's honour, aims to support the work of an outstanding female scientist by helping to alleviate the adverse impact on their research caused by maternity leave. The most crucial years in a female researcher's career commonly coincide with child-bearing and raising a family.
"When you consider it takes about 12 years to become a fully fledged researcher, it is really important to put things in place to support female researchers so they can continue with their work and still have a family," says Sue.
Fiona Wood encouraged guests to support the Award, saying that women have to go the extra mile to succeed in their career and raise a family. Fiona managed to develop a successful career and raise six children, with great support from her husband (also a surgeon) and with a good attitude. "It is not weakness to accept help," she said.
The Women in Research Award recipient for 2014 was structural biologist Dr Sophie Broughton, who attended the lunch with her husband Daniel and baby Alex to accept the Award.
"The main problem with maternity leave is that it means that for a period there is a decrease in scientific output -it impacts on experiments, publications and the outcomes of research," says Sophie. More than 300,000 people live with dementia in Australia today. Alzheimer's disease is the most common form of dementia. The financial cost of Alzheimer's in Australia is estimated at $3.6 billion per year, but the emotional cost to individuals and their families cannot be measured.
Researchers at SVI are working to develop new treatments to combat this crippling disease.
Erena tells the story of how Alzheimer's disease has affected her family.
"When Mum was diagnosed with early onset Alzheimer's disease in late November 2006, she was 59 years old. A former solicitor and barrister, Mum was an avid reader and a formidable opponent in any argument. The diagnosis was a tragedy for someone with so much spirit and wit.
Mum had had a brain tumor removed 2 years earlier and during her recovery some of the symptoms such as forgetfulness, confusion and anger that had led to her tumor diagnosis were returning.
After plenty of tests and scans, mum was diagnosed with early onset Alzheimer's. Whilst our family was devastated, Mum was completely detached from the diagnosis and she simply wasn't interested in the fact she had Alzheimer's disease.
For a few years, Mum went on with her life as if there was nothing wrong. She had a busy social life, and many people did not know about her diagnosis. The progression of the disease meant she didn't realise what she couldn't do. Gradually though, as her symptoms became more pronounced, she was no longer was able to drive or read, and her forgetfulness and confusion became overwhelming. Slowly, as her abilities lessened her life became considerably quieter and she spent her time with Dad at home where she needed constant care.
Last year, nearly 7 years after her initial diagnosis, her condition deteriorated to the point that Dad was no longer able to care for her and she was moved into an aged care home." SVI's Professor Michael Parker leads a group of researchers who are working on a molecule that has the potential to stabilise memory, with the hope of developing new treatments for Alzheimer's.
Through this pioneering research, the team hopes to be able to make a difference to people like Erena's mother.
But to do this we need your financial support. Please use the donation form attached if you would like to contribute to our work into Alzheimer's disease and other projects like it.
By supporting SVI's medical research, you can make a difference.
